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Abstract
We document the language learning outcomes of an informant affiliated with a community of scanlation when participating in 
practices of reading, translation, typesetting and proofreading of mangas. We draw on a social-semiotic approach to 
multimodality and we use ethnographic and discourse-analytic techniques to examine a corpus of semi-structured interviews, 
recordings of onscreen desktop activity and scanned pages of manga translated by the informant and the corresponding original 
pages in English. The findings reveal that the informant actively constructs meaning of texts combining verbal, graphic and 
typographic semiotic resources and that she achieves a remarkable awareness of the specific and socio-culturally situated nature 
of the use of these resources.
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1. Introduction
The term scanlation is a blend word formed by scan and translation. It refers to the scanning, translation and 
distribution of comics (mainly manga) carried out by transnational groups of fans who collaborate on the Internet.  
This digital practice offers multiple opportunities to learn a foreign language (FL) because: 1) it implies an 
interaction with the FL which involves the production of a textual artifact with authentic communicative goals and 
addressed at wide authentic audiences (O'Hagan, 2008; Inose, 2012); 2) it requires the mobilization of multimodal 
semiotic resources (linguistic, graphic and typographic); 3) practitioners come into contact with a genre (manga)
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which has established itself as an important component of the global popular culture and which, at the same time, 
reflects communicative and aesthetic conventions specific of the community of origin (Rampant, 2010).
In this paper we examine the learning outcomes related to the FL and the meaning-making process of multimodal 
texts achieved by one scanlator through the reading, translation (from English into Spanish), typesetting and 
proofreading of manga. 
2. Theoretical framework
The socio-semiotic approach to multimodality (Kress, 2003, 2010) highlights the cultural nature of all forms of 
meaning construction and representation. Just as the usage of languages varies among communities, other semiotic 
modes also differ in the way they are organized and used in each sociocultural context. As Huang & Archer state in 
relation to the differences between manga and Western comic, "texts and literacy practices are socially situated and 
as students read across cultures they come to develop new notions of literacy" (2012: 45).
Applied to FL learning, this approach suggests that: 1) contemporary communication is multimodal, so FL 
teaching and learning methods that isolate language from the rest of semiotic modes are incomplete (Potts, 2013); 
and 2) as semiotic resources are cultural in nature, learners need to address the variation in their use among different 
social groups (Huang & Archer, 2012).
3. Methodology
We followed a scanlation community consisting of 21 members, both male and female, between 13 and 40 years 
old, coming from various Spanish-speaking countries (Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Spain and Mexico). This 
community translates manga comics from English into Spanish and they normally obtain the scanned manga
chapters from English-speaking scanlation communities. Our subject of study, under the pseudonym of Shiro, is a 
26-year-old Spanish girl. Her English level is A2 (according to the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages) and she often acts as a translator, typesetter and proofreader in the community.
Employing ethnographic (Hine, 2000; Kozinets, 2010) and discourse-analytic techniques (Androutsopoulos, 
2008), we created and analyzed a multimodal corpus consisting of 13 videos of onscreen activity recorded by Shiro 
while translating, typesetting and proofreading manga; 5 chapters of manga translated into Spanish by Shiro (150 
scanned pages) and the 5 corresponding original chapters in English (150 scanned pages); 3 semi-structured 
interviews via Skype (180 minutes) which were partially transcribed; 1 real-time interview kept on Facebook Chat 
(4005 words); and 1 asynchronous interview via e-mail (1757 words). These data were collected between October 
and December 2014.
4. Results
Shiro draws on a wide range of linguistic, graphic and typographic resources to construct meaning in texts (sub-
section 4.1) and achieves a remarkable degree of awareness of the cultural nature of the usage of these resources 
(sub-section 4.2).
4.1 Multimodal construction of meaning
Shiro is aware that meaning is distributed among the multiple semiotic modes that converge in a text and draws 
on all of them to comprehend it and translate it into Spanish. As she explained in the second interview, "manga
attempts to communicate a lot through lines, angles, backgrounds, fonts"1. When she reads and translates manga, 
1
All texts in quotation marks in this section have been taken from Shiro’s interventions during the interviews we conducted with her via Skype, 
e-mail and Facebook Chat. They have been translated from Spanish into English by the main researcher.
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she draws on the images to compensate for her limited proficiency in English and widen her vocabulary. We have 
identified six different strategies she uses to construct the meaning of texts and improve her command of the FL.
1. When she reads and translates manga, Shiro pays attention to the images to understand the text and 
expand her English vocabulary. According to her, this frequently occurs when she finds Japanese 
mimeses (words formally similar to onomatopoeias which convey states, movements or emotions that do 
not produce any sounds; Inose, 2009). In one of the e-mails she sent to us, Shiro explained that "there 
are Japanese onomatopoeias to convey actions and feelings” and, since scanlation groups conventionally 
translate these elements, "often you find new verbs… and a picture expressing their meaning next to 
them." In Fig. 1 we can see one of the vignettes Shiro translated2; she said: "I didn’t know the word rip, 
but it is easy to deduce its meaning from the picture... I wrote rasgar".
Fig. 1. Example of Japanese mimesis translated into English encountered by Shiro
2. When the text refers to an object not present in the picture (e.g.  cake in the first vignette in Fig. 2), 
Shiro suspects she is facing an idiom and looks it up in dictionaries and online translators to find the 
adequate meaning (e.g. second vignette in Figure 2). As she explained in one email, this strategy is quite 
usual: "that’s how I have learnt some others, such as put a sock on it, which means ¡cállate!”.
Fig. 2. Example of idiom related to a material object absent in the picture detected and learnt by Shiro
3. In order to recognize the relevant information, Shiro observes the position of the texts in the page ("texts 
inside speech balloons are more important"; Shiro, first interview on Skype) and the size and font of the 
2 The pictures included originally come from the following comics: Mi-ri, H. (2001) The Descendant of the Dynasty (Fig. 1); Yuuki, S. (2014) 
Tomodachi Game (Fig. 2); Yu-rang, H. (2007) Boy of the Female Wolf (Fig. 3, 4 & 5); they have been taken from webpages of English-speaking 
scanlation communities. Their names and addresses will remain anonymous for research ethics standards.
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text ("you cannot use a font in each speech balloon because that would distract the reader’s attention, but 
you can highlight things through the font"; ibid.). 
4. Shiro attends to different visual elements to identify the type of information she is reading. For instance, 
internal monologue can be indicated with "lowercase letters" or "square speech balloons"; flashbacks 
can be pointed with grey speech balloons; etc. The range of resources and combinations is vast because, 
as Shiro says in the third interview via Skype, "in the end, each author has his own style" and each group 
of scanlation has "its own rules".
5. Shiro deduces the illocutionary force of the interventions of the characters from several elements. The 
most important is the shape of the speech balloons: "if the balloon is a bit irregular, the character is upset 
or nervous ... If it has sharp angles, the character is angry" (Shiro, second interview via Skype). In 
addition, she pays attention to the characters’ body posture and gesture. In Shiro’s words, "the face is 
also important... In fact, if the angle of the vignette does not let you see the face, sometimes the author 
draws it in the speech balloon" (see Fig. 3). As it is evidenced in the recordings of onscreen activity, 
when Shiro introduces the characters’ interventions in the speech balloons, she uses bold style to 
indicate a slight increase in the volume of the voice.
Fig. 3. Example of indicators of illocutionary force (shape of speech balloons and face of character) according to Shiro
6. Shiro infers the modality of a scene from: 1) the type of frame ("close-ups are for dramatic or tense 
scenes"; Shiro, interview on Facebook Chat); 2) the level of detail in the drawing of the characters’ traits 
(according to Shiro, high level of detail is used in dramatic scenes while schematic drawings are used in 
comical scenes) (see Fig. 4); 3) the presence of characters drawn in chibi style, i.e. infantilized versions 
of adult characters (see Fig. 5).
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Fig. 4. Example of change of modality of the scene (from dramatic to comical) through the level of detail of the drawings
Fig.5. Example of chibi-styled character indicating comicalness
4.2 Awareness of the culturally situated nature of semiotic resources, texts and genres
Shiro distinguishes the origin of comics. She can tell whether they come from Western cultures, Japan (manga), 
Korea (manhwa) or China (manhua) paying attention to elements such as : a) reading direction (left-to-right in 
Western, Korean and Chinese comics and right-to-left in Japanese comics); b) standardized graphic representations 
of characters’ features; as Shiro explained to us in the second interview via Skype, manga characters have "big 
eyes", "childish faces", "long hair" and "pointy chins" while manhwa characters have "smaller eyes" and "slenderer 
bodies"; c) shape of speech balloons, which is usually horizontal in Western comics and vertical in East Asian 
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comics to adapt to the Eastern Asian vertical writing systems; in Shiro’s words, vertical speech balloons are 
common in manga because "the original language is read  in columns from top to bottom" (second interview on
Skype); d) the frequent use of certain types of frames and angles; e) the size and shape of vignettes (large and more 
irregular in Eastern Asian comics); f) the profusion of onomatopoeia and mimesis in Eastern Asian comics.
Shiro is aware of the diversity of writing systems (logographic, such as kanji; syllabic, such as hiragana and 
katakana; and alphabetic, such as the Latin) and their effects on the translation of manga. As Shiro explained in the 
interview on Facebook Chat, "sometimes a kanji can be equivalent to a whole sentence in English or Spanish ... then 
you have to write a sentence within a balloon which was designed for one kanji”. She also realizes the existing 
differences between different onomatopoeic systems. When referring to Japanese mimeses, Shiro explains that "in 
Japanese there are onomatopoeias for actions or feelings”; when referring to English onomatopoeias, she explains 
that "there are more than in Spanish ... In Spanish there is no one to represent the sound of the wind and in English
they use whoosh").
Shiro has learnt the concept of genre and categorizes manga comics according to several criteria: a) audience 
("everything depends on the audience the manga addresses"; Shiro, second interview via Skype); b) themes 
(romance, adventure, etc.), plots (love triangles, a hero’s journey, etc.) and motifs (archetypal characters or events); 
c) linguistic and discursive elements (amount of internal monologue, linguistic register, etc.); and d) graphic 
conventions.
For instance, in the third interview via Skype Shiro defines shojo as a genre aimed at a teenage female audience, 
which deals with romantic topics and whose characters have "oversized glassy eyes" and "soft and infantilized 
features, different from the realistic and crude drawing style typical of genres aimed at adults and dealing with 
suspense and psychological tension". Shiro also lists other features of shojo, such as the frequent use of close-ups 
"to emphasize feelings"; backgrounds full of flowers, stars or hearts "to highlight the beauty of the character" and 
the use of chibi style. She also states that shojo can be also recognized by the presence of furigana, which she 
defines as "transcripts of the Japanese kanji to one of the Japanese syllabic systems (…) included in comics aimed at 
teenagers because they do not know all Japanese kanji". According to her, shojo comics have a considerable 
amount of internal monologue and are usually easy to translate "once you know a few words of urban English" and 
some lexical fields such as “the vocabulary typical of high school".
Shiro recognizes that each semiotic mode has particular potentials an, thus, modes are used differently according 
to the audience and purpose of a genre: "in shojo pictures are the most important... A teenager wants to see cute 
guys, pretty girls... and the emotions shojo conveys are easy to represent in a picture" (Shiro, third interview via 
Skype). She compares shojo with psychological thriller genres aimed at an adult readership. According to her, there 
is usually more text in comics belonging to this genre because "the plot is more complicated and you try to explain 
more” (ibid.). Also, these comics intend to communicate emotions which are more efficiently conveyed by writing: 
"you cannot represent a state of mental agony in a picture... you’d rather explain what is going on in the character’s 
mind” (ibid.).
Finally, Shiro understands that manga comics are a product of historical circumstances and evolve constantly. In 
relation to shojo comics, Shiro explains: "they change over time ... You can read classic shojo and you'll see that the 
picture is not refined… it is not so nice" (ibid.).
5. Conclusion 
This study highlights the need to abandon those models of FL teaching and learning which consider language as 
the main or exclusive semiotic mode of communication.  On the contrary, our work points to the benefits of 
fostering learners’ appropriation of knowledge, strategies and attitudes which help them to employ diverse 
multimodal resources (linguistic, visual, gestural, etc.) to construct meaning in texts.
The study also brings to the fore the importance of promoting learner’s awareness of the culturally situated nature 
of semiotic resources so they learn to identify differences in the usage of languages and other semiotic modes 
converging on texts with regard to their sociocultural context. One possible way to accomplish these goals is to 
include multimodal texts from different cultures in which the FL assumes various roles (mother tongue of the 
community that speaks the target language, language which mediates between two cultures, lingua franca in
transnational contexts, etc.). With the expansion of online media, the contexts of language use are becoming more 
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diverse and globalized, rendering it insufficient to limit the repertoire of communicative practices and conventions 
that are taught to the ones that are typical of the communities of natives of the FL.
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